178                    CONTARINI FLEMING:

evening there was a ball at the palace, which, although
little inclined, I felt obliged to attend,

I arrived late: the king was surrounded by a brilliant
circle, and conversing with his usual felicitous affability. J
would have withdrawn when I had made my obeisance, but
his majesty advanced a step and immediately addressed me.
He conversed with me for some time. Few men possess a
more captivating address than this sovereign. It was
difficult at all times not to feel charmed, and now I was
conscious that this mark of his favour recognised no oi'dinary
claims to his confidence. I was the object of admiring envy.
That night there were few in those saloons, crowded with
the flower of the land, who did not covet my position. I
alone was insensible to it. A vision of high mountains
and deep blue lakes mingled with all the artificial splendour
that dazzled around. I longed to roam amid the solitude
of nature, and disburden a mind teeming with creative
sympathy.

I drew near a group which the pretty Baroness Bngel
was addressing with more than her usual animation. When
she caught my eye, she beckoned me to join her, and said,
c 0 ! Count Contarini, have you read "Manstein ?"'

* " Manstein,"' I said in a careless tone.    ' What is it ? *
'Oh! you must get it directly.    The oddest book that

ever was written.    We are all in it.'

41 hope not.*

1 Oh, yes ! all of us. I have not had time to make out
the characters, I read it so quickly. My man only sent it
to me this morning. I must get a key. Now, you who are
so clever, make me one.'

* I will look at it, if you really recommend me/

' You must look at it. It is the oddest book that was
ever written. Immensely clever, I assure you. I cannot
exactly make it out.'

* This is certainly much in its favour.    The obscure, as
you know, is a principle ingredient of the sublime.'